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economy. Hezekiah is best remembered for his major cultic reform which was religiously, not politically, motivated.4:' Politically astute, Hezekiah had a prominent role in forming from 705 BCE on an anti-Assyrian alliance, which included Philistia, Egypt, Tyre, and Judah. In addition, the construction in Jerusalem of the tunnel which bears his name among modern scholars and the strengthening of Jerusalem's fortifications attest to his vigor as a ruler.
Jerusalem is reputed to be the most excavated city in the world, and intensive digging since 1967 continues to illuminate Jerusalem's history. While excavating in the modern Jewish Quarter of the Old City, situated on the western hill or the Upper City, Nahman Avigad uncovered a portion of a stone wall, forty meters long and seven meters wide. This city wall, constructed in all probability by Hezekiah, may be the new wall "outside" the city which 2 Chronicles (32:5) attributes to Hezekiah. It served to protect the western perimeter of Jerusalem against Assyrian attack. The location of this wall indicates that eighth-century Jerusalem was not confined to the Temple Mount and the City of David but also included the western hill, or Mishneh.p After the fall of the northern kingdom large numbers of refugees from Samaria, seeking a place to live in Judah, without doubt swelled the population of Jerusalem.
In Hezekiah's reign Lachish was a city of strategic importance, second only to Jerusalem. Sennacherib certainly thought so when he presided in 701 BCE over the siege of Lachish and the deportation of its inhabitants. Both the series of bas-reliefs in Sennacherib's palace at Nineveh and the current excavation of the city attest to Lachish's strong fortifications, consisting of a revetment wall and a city wall, as well as a gate complex composed of an outer and inner gate. The six chambers of the stratum III gate, constructed possibly by Rehoboam and destroyed by Sennacherib, resemble the Solomonic gates at Hazor, Megiddo, and Gezer, although the Lachish gate is larger. Also, the excavator, David Ussishkin, discovered a defensive counter-ramp inside the city wall, opposite the Assyrian siege ramp against the southwest corner of the tell Although the last word is yet to be pronounced on how widespread the use of writing was in ancient Israel, Naveh argues soundly that "the quantity of the epigraphic material from the 8th century and onwards shows a gradual increase of the distribution of the knowledge of writing among the people of Israel and Judah"'25 A majority of texts are from the late eighth to the sixth century.
An early witness to Hebrew writing is the Samaria ostraca, the most significant collection of inscribed documents from Israel. Most scholars agree that these potsherds date from the time of Jeroboam II, but they continue to disagree about their purpose, whether they were invoices, labels, receipts for wine or oil shipments, or had another function.
The Siloam inscription, carved in the east wall of Hezekiah's tunnel, dates from the end of the eighth century and is the only monumental inscription in biblical Hebrew from the First Temple period. It is surprising that the inscription does not bear the name of its supposed builder, Hezekiah, unlike all other monumental inscriptions in the Near East at that time.
Kuntillet 'Ajrud, the remote wayside shrine in northeastern Sinai, has furnished the first ancient dedicatory inscriptions, dating from 800 BCE. In addition to their epigraphic value, they are shedding light on Israelite cult, especially as it relates to Asherah. The remains uncovered at Kuntillet 'Ajrud reflect the practices of popular religion in the eighth century, which the prophets condemned.26
Tell Deir 'Alla in the Jordan Valley, on the east side of the River, yielded fragments of wall plaster inscribed in a Northwest Semitic dialect; they refer to "Balaam, son of Beor, seer of the gods"; undoubtedly, the same Balaam described in Numbers 22-24. This mural inscription dates from the mideighth century.7
Seals have a wide cultural significance, as Nahman Avigad has indicated. Few Hebrew seals are to be dated before the eighth century; a large number date from the late eighth century and especially from the seventh century and later. Inscribed seals are valuable for the information they convey about government, administration, and religious practice. One of the best known is the "Shema" seal from Megiddo, which dates from the eighth century. Seal impressions found on jar handles bearing the inscription Imlk date from the reign of Hezekiah and continued in use until the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BCE.
Culture is reflected in such objects as pottery and ivory. Besides pottery's principal use today as a chronological indicator, it may also have aesthetic or economic value, depending on what it contained. Among the most distinctive pottery in Israel was the Samaria ware. These fine egg-shell thin vessels with polished red slip were produced in Phoenicia and were part of the tableware that graced the palace banquets of Samaria. Samaria ware continued to be produced in Phoenicia after Samaria fell; it is found in late eighth-seventh century BCE contexts as an import in Ashkelon.
The Samaria ivories which were used decoratively as inlays and insets were Phoenician in origin. Some were carved locally, but the majority came from Phoenicia. Samaria yielded over five hundred eighth-century ivory fragments, many adorned with Egyptian motifs, characteristic of Phoenician style. The pair of crouching lions carved in the round typifies the ivory pieces found at Samaria and are indicative of Samaria's luxury, which exasperated the prophets. Amos's uncompromising attack on the social immorality of his day is without parallel: "They sell the righteous for silver, and the needy for a pair of shoes -they that trample the head of the poor into the dust of the earth, and turn aside the way of the afflicted" (Amos 2:6-7). Hosea's portrayal of
